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Spatial economics, via the new economic
geography (NEG), are in fashion. Authors,
such as Krugman, have not hesitated to say
that they are saving economic geography by
applying the philosophy of economics to
space! Nevertheless, representatives of NEG
are frequently criticized, especially by geog-
raphers, for both their oversimplified or even
simplistic conception of space and history
and for their lack of knowledge of the work
of geographers (see, e.g., Sheppard 2001;
Sunley 2001). Although we can justifiably
question what this movement is bringing
to economic geography, we should not forget
that some economists and social scientists
have tried to build a so-called territorial
approach to economic problems. The
innovative milieu is one of them.
What is meant by a territorial approach?
Spatial economics and NEG integrate space
only in a second phase; the economic
phenomena are first developed and concep-
tualized independently from their spatial and
temporal contexts, and only then is space
reintegrated, for example, in the form of
costs linked to distance (Crevoisier 1996).
Research on innovative milieus was orig-
inated by economists and social scientists,
not by geographers. It was one of the first
in those fields (for the history and respec-
tive positioning of the various territorial inno-
vation models, see Moulaert and Sekia 2003)
to be used to state the spatial aspects of
economic changes, and above all vice
versa; that is, the way in which territory—
via collectives of actors—shapes innovative
processes and codetermines their evolution.
Territory is understood as a space made up
of a set of relationships between players
(individuals or collectives) and between
players and their material environment. This
space is the subject of various intentions and
appropriations that mark it. Territory is the
result of the action of human beings on the
The Innovative Milieus Approach:
Toward a Territorialized Understanding of the Economy?
Olivier Crevoisier
Institute of Economic and Regional Research, University of Neuchâtel,
Pierre-à-Mazel 7, CH-2000 Neuchâtel, Switzerland
olivier.crevoisier@unine.ch
Abstract: Space has always been more or less present in economic theories.
Nevertheless, traditional approaches, as well as the so-called new economic geog-
raphy, introduce space subsequently. Economic theories are first built independently
of spatial and temporal contexts, for example, through costs varying according to
distance. The innovative milieus approach is based on the ideas that space—or, more
precisely, territory—is the matrix of economic development and that economic mech-
anisms transform space. This article describes innovative milieus as an ideal type
that articulates three paradigms: the technological paradigm, which stresses inno-
vation, learning, and know-how as the most important competitive advantages; the
organizational paradigm, which emphasizes the role of networks, competition, and
rules of cooperation, as well as relational capital; and the territorial paradigm, which
accounts for the role of proximity and distance and stresses the idea that competi-
tion occurs between regions. The originality of the innovative milieus approach is
that it considers these three paradigms as a whole, thus providing a stabilized set of
concepts that allow for an understanding of economic development processes in
their space and time contexts.
Key words: Innovative milieu, territory, innovation, learning.
Published in Economic Geography 80, issue 4, 367 - 379, 2004
which should be used for any reference to this work
1
space over time—a space as it has been
handed down to us by the actions of men
and women in the past.
Using territory as a point of departure also
means that all the elements of the economic
system are not interconnected. There are
aspects that are linked and those that are
not, and those that more or less form a
system and those that do not. In addition,
each territory has unique, specific aspects
and elements that are similar to those found
elsewhere. Territories can thus be compared
but never assimilated with one another. The
process must, by its nature, be situated and
dated. The utility of such a process is clear
for the actors of the society (e.g., public
authorities and companies) because they can
grasp changes in economic activities
primarily by means of a localized, specific
reality.
Such an approach must not be confused
with a simple “application” of economic
theory, particularly economic theory. The
main criticism of so-called territorial
approaches is that they lack a rigorously
formulated and integrated theory or deal
only with case studies. This is by no means
the case; a territorial approach to economic
problems is based on a different episte-
mology that is becoming more and more
clearly affirmed. In the wake of institutional
approaches (Hodgson 1998), it is the consub-
stantial interdependence between theory
and reality that researchers seek to assess
that is at the heart of the innovative milieus
approach. It is here that the research is
clearly different from most work in
economics today: work that still maintains
a separation from the theory, on the one
hand, and from its application, on the other.
This article presents the main concepts
that constitute the innovative milieus
approach. First, it briefly describes the
general research program conducted by
GREMI (the European Research Group
into Innovative Milieus). Second, it presents
an overall view of the conceptual framework
developed by the group. This framework is
an ideal type and should not be under-
stood as a general theory of innovation.
Third, it briefly summarizes the past two
surveys conducted by GREMI on urban
milieus and on the construction of natural
and cultural resources.
The GREMI Research
Program: A Reminder
The GREMI research program has so far
been characterized by a close, systematic
interaction between on-site work and theo-
rization. Each inquiry, by producing exam-
ples and counterexamples, has made it
possible to develop the concept of innova-
tive milieus. During the first investigation,
the innovative milieu was just a black box.
In fact, in the mid-1980s, Philippe Aydalot’s
hypothesis was that “something,” localized
on the regional level, made it possible to
understand why certain regions were more
dynamic than others. GREMI I (Aydalot
1986) and GREMI II (Maillat and Perrin
1992) revealed what companies found in the
region or beyond it during innovation
processes. GREMI III (Maillat, Quévit, and
Senn 1993) explored innovative networks
and showed their spatial, local, and extra-
local functionings; this survey made it
possible to define the principle concepts.
GREMI IV (Ratti, Bramanti, and Gordon
1997) was centered on comparing the trajec-
tories of regions that are active in identical
sectors (regional production systems for
shoes, textiles, watchmaking, and the like).
These regions, active in identical techno-
logical and market environments (i.e., the
same sector), underwent singularly different
types of evolution, ranging from disappear-
ance to strong growth. The contrasts can
nevertheless be explained by means of
factors that are linked to the territory. The
conceptual findings progressively developed
around the notion of the innovative milieu
took this point into consideration.
On the basis of Aydalot’s hypothesis, the
black box was thus opened and then filled,
thanks to a close interaction between theo-
retical research and fieldwork. This taste for
empirical research is certainly the binding
factor within GREMI. Made up of
researchers who focused on regional produc-
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tion systems, the group was somewhat
heterogeneous at the outset. What permitted
it to remain alive is, without doubt, a
common taste for empirical research and a
willingness to question explanatory frame-
works by means of case studies. In other
words, induction based on reality took prece-
dence over the desire to preserve schemes
that were admittedly rigorous but were not
in line with reality. The GREMI surveys are
thus a perpetual questioning of developed
concepts in which taking risks is accepted
(Stengers 1995).
An Ideal Type of the Economic
Development of Territories
On a theoretical level, the concept of
the innovative milieu has moved from a black
box to a stabilized conceptual framework. It
does not constitute a definitive, formalized
theory. Nevertheless, a consensus has been
reached on the questioning (explaining the
success of regions that develop and the
failure of those that become blocked), the
concepts (innovative milieu and innovation
networks), and the methods (priority given
to the inductive approach). Today, the inno-
vative milieus approach systematizes the
main questions related to spatial economic
dynamics. It makes it possible to qualify the
evolution of technology and the interactions
between actors, on the one hand, and the
spatial and temporal forms that these
processes take, on the other hand.
The innovative milieus are articulated
around three particularly important axes
from the point of view of current changes:
technological dynamics, changes to territo-
ries, and organizational changes. Each of
these axes leads to the major concerns of the
society and to a vast quantity of specialized
literature. In this sense, the innovative milieu
is an integrating concept, a synthetic analyt-
ical tool for analyzing and understanding
current economic changes. Including
elements of geography, techno-economics,
and organizational aspects, it is not a specific
academic discipline, but it does raise an orig-
inal ideal type.
The Technological Paradigm
The technological paradigm stresses the
role of technology and, more widely, of inno-
vation within the current changes taking
place in the economic system. In the coun-
tries of Western Europe, the high salaries
and costs, in general, plus pressure by
emerging countries, lead to the need for
competition in the form of differentiation.
The development of new techniques and
new products is a way of preserving the
competitiveness of these areas. Innovation
cannot be reduced to investment in research
and to developing or registering patents.
Kline and Rosenberg (1986) clearly demon-
strated that all the production functions
are concerned; innovation can originate
within a company’s relationship to its market
but also in its manufacturing processes or its
related services. Linking the mobilization of
various resources and competencies may
eventually lead to economic success.
Technically, innovation can be understood
as the result of articulating the resources of
the company and its environment: rela-
tions with companies upstream or down-
stream, the overall dynamics of the sector,
the appearance of new techniques in other
sectors, relations with other actors within or
beyond the region, and so forth (see Figure
1).
Innovation is thus, above all, a process
of differentiation from the competition:
differentiation of the sector from others,
differentiation of the company from its
competitors, and so on. Differentiation in
markets is impossible without differentia-
tion of the underlying resources and the
organization. Over time, innovation and
rendering the resources increasingly specific
(Colletis and Pecqueur 1995) appear as two
sides of the same process. The processes of
apprenticeship and of constituting new
know-how are the long-term consequences
of placing new products on the market and
the creation of new techniques. The devel-
opment of new products and new techniques
over time provokes a progressive differenti-
ation of types of know-how and the technical
culture of the milieu in relation to its envi-
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ronment (Crevoisier, Fragomichelakis,
Hainard, and Maillat 1996). In the field of
specific resources, particularly of know-how
in addition to its own dynamics, the company
becomes largely dependent on its territorial
environment—the resources that it can
mobilize either nearby or farther away.
This process of becoming more specific
and of differentiation must not, however, be
understood as a progressive breakaway from
the overall evolution of techniques and
markets. Although the innovative milieu will
certainly be based on a certain number of
routines and on knowledge accumulated in
the past, it will go beyond them. It is this
process of going beyond that is at the heart
of innovation. Innovation is the result of
mobilizing part of these resources to
design and implement an innovative project.
It is thus a process of rupture/filiation (or
break/continuity) that characterizes the
evolution of techniques and products: a
vision that approaches the Austrian school
of innovation and economic evolution
(Gaffard 1990).
The Organizational Paradigm
The organizational paradigm takes into
account the mechanisms that permit or
prevent coordination among actors within
a milieu. A company, particularly a small- or
medium-sized enterprise (SME), is never
more than one element inserted within a
production system and a territorial system.
This insertion, however, takes place through
the establishment of relations with other
companies within its environment that
supply its inputs or purchase its products
and services. It also takes place by means
of a territorial anchoring that permits the
company to mobilize resources and to take
its place in the local innovation and support
networks within the regional production
system.
The coordination mechanisms are at the
heart of the innovative milieus, since they
express the functional and territorial aspects.
To describe the local rules concerning
competition or cooperation is to express the
functional complementarities and the divi-
sion of labor that are organized locally. These
Figure 1. The paradigm of innovative milieus and development: territorialized economy.
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local networks also contribute to maintaining
and reproducing the border between the
milieu and the exterior, in the sense that they
define which actors constitute part of the
local coordination system and which do not.
This special capacity for coordination is also
essential from the point of view of compe-
tition with other production systems.
Competitiveness is as much a result of the
organizational capacity for adaptation as it
is of the technical content of the know-how,
products, and procedures.
Beyond the capacities for coordination,
the functioning of the milieus generates
noncommercial interdependencies over time
or a collective that is the result of the progres-
sive emergence of a division of labor and
of modalities of cooperation. Cooperation is
not permanent, but it leads to the constitu-
tion of relational capital in the sense that the
local actors identify specific resources and
know-how to gain access to them. The
existence of relational capital indicates that
the ways of mobilizing resources are not of
a monetary nature alone. Values (entrepre-
neurial, family, and professional) that are
in force within a milieu also lead the various
actors to contribute to innovation and
production with a view to a social investment
that permits them ultimately to operate on
a basis of trust and reciprocity.
This aspect of innovative milieus leads
to other, more specialized, approaches to
the problems of coordination, from
Williamson’s (1985) distinction among hier-
archy, market, and network to the economics
of conventions (“L’économie des conven-
tions” 1989) and to more recent notions,
such as untraded interdependencies (Storper
1995), governance (Stoker 1998), or
economies of proximity (Torre and Gilly
2000). In more general terms, all these
approaches are qualified as institutional
economics (Hodgson 1998).
Work on coordination and spatial prox-
imity has given rise to several explanations,
none of which has been universally accepted
(Grossetti, Autant-Bernard, Carrincazeaux,
Corroleur, and Massard 2003). The cultural
explanations stress the fact that socialization,
on a regional basis, generates a certain
number of common cognitive points of refer-
ence and behavioral norms. Other, infor-
mational explanations emphasize the low
level of formalization of certain areas of
knowledge, often qualified—in a somewhat
questionable way—as “tacit.” This low
formalization would render face-to-face
confrontation essential. Finally, relational
explanations highlight the fact that organi-
zations and formal institutions always need
individual relationships. These are the
embeddedness theories initiated by
Granovetter (1985) or White (2002).
The innovative milieus approach makes
no choice between the various theories; each
can be pertinent in a given situation. It
nevertheless stands out because it stresses
the accent on the way in which these rela-
tions—which all refer to a former constitu-
tion, to a path dependency—are mobilized
during the innovation process. This mobi-
lization can be of a cultural, informational,
or relational nature, or all three at once. It
will revive part of these relations by making
them evolve parallel to the innovation
process, while rendering other relations
outdated. Thus, the rupture/filiation process
also concerns the forms of coordination
among actors within a milieu and with the
exterior.
The Territorial Paradigm
Innovation does not appear in space
uniformly. The territorial paradigm takes
these differences into account and shows
that territory as an organization can generate
resources (e.g., know-how, competencies,
and capital) and the actors (e.g., companies,
innovators, and support institutions) that are
necessary for innovation. Know-how appears
in the form of specific resources that are
unique to certain territories and are regu-
larly regenerated by economic activity and
the various training, research, and more
general support institutions that are present
in the region. Know-how is not historical
residue. In more general terms, local devel-
opment capacities, such as entrepreneurial
activity or strong links between the produc-
tion system and the support institutions, are
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treated as local constructs on the basis of
particular local conventions that permit
the milieu to become constituted as such
and to respond in a more or less adequate
way to changes in markets and techniques.
According to the innovative milieus
approach, territory is understood as an orga-
nization that links companies, institutions,
and local populations within a process of
economic development. The approach
stresses an opposition between proximity and
distance. What is close (within the milieu)
is either different (e.g., specific know-how)
or better known and mobilized differently
(competition/cooperation and relational
capital) from what is farther away. This
conception of proximity is, of course, always
constructed and relative. It cannot be
reduced to a short physical distance, but it
certainly marks boundaries between what
falls within the milieu and what is outside it.
It is close to proxemics (Moles and Rohmer
1978) in the sense that the actors in the
milieu will establish a hierarchy among the
resources located nearby and those that
are farther away. This is thus a question of
spatiality and interaction between humans
and their close or distant environment. What
is close is the subject of less uncertainty
(Camagni 1991), of better knowledge.
Usually, we approach uncertainty by means
of its temporal aspect, which leads to an irre-
ducible lack of knowledge about the future.
Uncertainty also has a spatial dimension,
however: all things remain equal “else-
where,” and “elsewhere” is more difficult to
know than is “here.” This concept of prox-
imity, constructed largely on the basis of
human modalities of perception and of the
constitution of knowledge, is different
from the economies-of-proximity approach
(Torre and Gilly 2000), which places a
greater emphasis on the way in which
organizations are deployed in space,
constructing “organizational proximities” that
take human cognitive capacities into account
to a lesser extent.
The spatiality of innovative milieus thus
naturally includes physical space, institu-
tional space, and the like, but it also includes
the space of consciousness, space as it is
perceived and experienced. Local compa-
nies and the territory are linked within the
regeneration of the specific local resources
that mark the difference between one region
and another on a level of innovation. It is
in this way that SMEs are largely dependent
on the resources that they can mobilize
within their own milieu (Torrès 2003). It is
the milieus that generate the economic activ-
ities. In this perspective, microelectronics
would not have seen the day without Silicon
Valley! Companies cannot be considered all-
powerful entities that produce their envi-
ronments unilaterally. For this reason, we
speak of the competition of territories in the
innovative milieus approach, not of compe-
tition among companies—a competition that
is born of innovation on the basis of specific
resources.
An essential element of the innovative
milieus approach is that these three para-
digms should be considered simultaneously
as three aspects that cannot be dissociated
from reality. There is thus no hierarchy that
would mean, for example, that the organi-
zational aspect is more important or imposes
its logic over technology. This element differ-
entiates the innovative milieus approach
radically from other theoretical approaches,
such as that of the industrial economy or that
of transaction costs. In the industrial
economy approach, the territory (proximity,
distance, nation) is deduced from the func-
tioning of the industry. It is the industrial
dynamics that “produce” the space and give
it its characteristics (Crevoisier 1996).
Consequently, it is impossible to understand
how a given space will structure industrial
dynamics or acquire its own autonomy.
Inversely, for geography, space comes first.
Space is the basis on which populations,
cities, and economies are based. A given
innovation is never the fruit of a particular
space. In the innovative milieus approach,
the three paradigms are considered onto-
logically equal. This point is questionable for
some geographers, who think that territory
cannot be considered one pillar of economic
geography or just a perspective for organi-
zational and technological processes (Bathelt
and Glückler 2003). This issue is not debated
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in the GREMI approach, mainly because
the research on innovative milieus origi-
nated in the fields of economics and the
social sciences. To summarize, the innov-
ative milieus approach proposes an overall
vision of territorialized economic devel-
opment that is characterized by competi-
tion through innovation, not through
production costs; an organization of the
productive system based on networks, not
on hierarchical or market mechanisms; and
competition among territories, not among
companies.
The Rupture/Filiation Process
Having described the various areas that
are given preference in the innovative
milieus approach, I now discuss how the
regional development process takes place
within the perspective of innovative milieus.
Over time, a milieu remains innovative by
mobilizing the resources constituted by the
past that are then adapted to new techniques
and markets and are incorporated within new
products: this is the rupture/filiation process
(see Figure 2) mentioned earlier. This
process is characterized by the interplay
between the milieu, which has the resources
(e.g., know-how and relational capital) and
the innovative networks that mobilize these
resources and bring them up to date by
means of an innovation process. During the
course of this process, the territory is alter-
nately the matrix on which the innovation
networks develop and the imprint left by
these networks on the milieu’s resources.
This rupture/filiation process supposes a
movement between the “hardware” (i.e., the
material and organizational part of the
economic activities) and “software” (i.e.,
perceptions, representations, knowledge,
and know-how) of regional economic
structures. Innovation is considered as a
cognitive process that has to pass through
the human brain at one moment or another.
In more precise terms, we can break down
this cognitive process into two phases.
Figure 2. The rupture/filiation process of innovative milieus.
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First, there is an apprenticeship process
in the true sense of the term—the way in
which a certain type of know-how, a compe-
tence reflecting the specialization of the
milieu, is developed. This process requires
human capacities for mastering, in a concrete
way, production processes: capacities that
include technical competencies but also rela-
tions with a clientele, organizational
processes, and so forth. This know-how is
one of the basics behind the differentiation
of spaces. In fact, traditional examples of
regions that have developed (e.g.,
“technopoles,” industrial districts, and finan-
cial centers) are based largely on the specific
content of knowledge on a regional scale.
Moreover, this knowledge leads not to
isolated individuals who are ready to move
within space, but to collectives that are far
less mobile.
The second phase of this cognitive process
involves the capacity to perceive constraints
on and opportunities in the markets and
within the evolution of techniques and then,
on the basis of the resources within the
region, to imagine and formulate innovative
projects. Hence, a region that has major
resources does not necessarily constitute an
innovative milieu. In this case, attitudes that
reject innovation or new forms of organizing
work, cultural or social differences, or simply
the lack of imagination can block the
emergence of innovative processes. The
innovative milieu is characterized by a
capacity, shared by a certain number of
actors, to construct a joint representation of
a possible project, to go through the neces-
sary learning process, and to implement the
new competencies thus developed in an
effective way (see Figure 2).
Naturally, these two “phases” are closely
interdependent. The identification of real-
istic innovative projects on the scale of inter-
national markets requires a consideration of
the resources that can be mobilized in the
region. The functioning of these elements
brings with it a progressive and joint differ-
entiation of the elements of the milieu in
relation to its environment. The result is a
milieu that possesses specific resources, rules
for functioning, its own territory, and, on a
deeper level, a technical culture and a
culture of interdependencies. These
elements are the imprint of the former func-
tioning of the system. To the extent that the
milieu remains dynamic, these elements
once more become resources. An innovative
milieu functions in a temporality of innova-
tion and change while referring back to the
former functioning of the system. There is
a particular accent on rupture/filiation. The
territory is both the imprint of the former
functioning of the milieu and the matrix of
its transformation.
Of course, the entire economy cannot be
understood thanks to the ideal type devel-
oped earlier. Hierarchies exist and often
become stronger. The markets frequently
impose their own logic, breaking certain
interdependencies. This vision appears
necessary and sufficient, however, to grasp
the basic problematic of the GREMI, that
is to say the capacity to explain the differ-
ences in the trajectories of regional devel-
opment. All in all, the innovative milieu
appears to be a particular case within systems
of spatial innovation (Oinas and Malecki
1999) that are potentially multiregional
and multinational. The innovation processes
can be understood only by considering the
multidimensional context (e.g., economical,
political, and cultural) and the multiscale
context (local, national, and international) in
which they take place.
This perspective seems close to Storper’s
(1997) “holy trinity” and to the subsequent
developments that have been made on this
base, especially by Bathelt and Glückler
(2003). The perspective and developments
developed in parallel. The main differences
are the following. First, the innovative milieu
is clearly centered on a collective of actors
who act on space, technology, and terri-
tory. Second, it involves integrated and oper-
ational conceptual and methodological tools
on a regional scale. The innovative milieus
approach makes it possible to reveal these
phenomena and explain them, but it does
not provide a comprehensive framework
about economic geography or regional
science. In this respect, it is closer to other
work: studies on industrial districts, for
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example, that describe and explain the devel-
opmental trajectories of various industrial
regions by placing particular emphasis on
local coordination mechanisms or
“technopoles” that are based on the creation
and use of scientific and technical knowl-
edge.
The more recent concept of the learning
region (Asheim 1996; Asheim and Cooke
1999; Maillat and Kebir 1999; Boschma
1999) is also federative, but poses more
problems from the viewpoint of empirical
analysis. The specificity of the innovative
milieus approach is that it is centered on the
process of innovation and of rupture/filia-
tion on the levels of both apprenticeship and
coordination. A survey of innovative milieus
begins with the—relatively easy—identifi-
cation of the new products or technologies
that have been developed in a region. The
process then moves on to the networks and
milieus. This approach mobilizes, above
all, qualitative tools (semidirective inter-
views, in particular) and makes it possible to
identify the ruptures and the filiations that
mark the evolution of a production system.
Some studies, however, have presented
the effects of milieus in quantitative terms
(see, e.g., Capello 1999a, 1999b). The
concept of a learning region is looser and,
to my knowledge, does not yet make it
possible to reconstitute regional trajectories.
As far as the more general positioning of the
innovative milieus approach within the
different trends of economic thought is
concerned, readers would benefit from
consulting in-depth work by Bramanti and
Ratti (1997).
The innovative milieu thus constitutes an
ideal type that makes it possible to compare
the realities of the various regions. In empir-
ical work, this approach makes it possible to
position all regions. All regions do not
possess innovative milieus; some of them are
organized in networks of competition/coop-
eration but do not innovate, while others
innovate, but local forms of cooperation are
not identifiable. The goal of the innovative
milieu is not to exhaust reality, but to make
it possible to decipher it within a world
that is marked by innovation and structural
change, by means of a local/global dialectic,
and by an economy of networks. As an
ideal type, the innovative milieu makes it
possible to understand the way in which
what is local shapes what is global; by default,
it makes it possible to understand the
absence of autonomy in the development of
a region.
Recent GREMI Surveys
The conceptual framework of the innov-
ative milieu just presented has been stabi-
lized since the GREMI survey on regional
trajectories (Ratti, Bramanti, and Gordon
1997). Since then, the objective of the
GREMI group has been to apply the inno-
vative milieus approach to fields that are of
particular interest. The GREMI V
(Crevoisier and Camagni 2000) was dedi-
cated to urban milieus, and the GREMI VI
(Camagni, Maillat, and Matteaccioli 2004)
focused on natural and cultural resources.
Urban Milieus: Innovation,
Production Systems, and Anchoring
The city, understood as a social entity that
is devoted to exchange, interaction, and
economic efficiency, shares numerous char-
acteristics with the milieus. First, prox-
imity underpins scale economies but, under
certain conditions, also presents advantages
of a dynamic character, as revealed by
apprenticeship, economic and social inno-
vation, and creativity in general. A city always
tends to be considered a privileged place for
creating something new: the effect and cause
of its economic and political power. Second,
a city shares with a milieu its capacity to
network and to work with what is local along-
side what is global. Finally, the most aston-
ishing similarity between the two concepts
is the relational, synergetic element. As
Camagni (2000, 2–3) noted:
However, when we move on to empirical
analysis, real cities have systems that are much
more complex than non-urban milieus with
industrial specialisations. In cities, economic
activity is much more diversified, the physical
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environment is more of a constraint to the
economic and social organisation because of
land costs, mobility costs and labour costs; in
general, the redundancy of relations is greater
there and the price to pay for this redundancy
is large in terms of money and collective
wellbeing. Moreover, the size and form of
cities have evolved directly in the direction
of metropolisation. In a metropolis, the
economic and residential activities no longer
become organized into localised and easily
identifiable sub-systems. The city, which has
become complex, can virtually no longer be
seen in terms of a local milieu: its territory is
now divided into production systems that may
possibly be organised in the form of several
milieus.
The main question thus is as follows: to
what extent and with what limitations can
the city be interpreted as a milieu, and to
what extent can we pinpoint, within the
urban or metropolitan context, production
subsystems that are capable of developing
the collective processes of synergies and
apprenticeships that we call milieus? In what
way could the urban context be more effi-
cient in these areas than regions, which are
less densely populated but can nevertheless
be equally well organized and certainly less
costly? In clear terms, in what way would an
agglomeration—typical of the urban envi-
ronment—be more efficient than would the
proximity that characterizes milieus?
Another aspect of this question is this:
what are the relations between technolog-
ical change and the urban context? By asking
this question, the economic historian Mokyr
(1995, 5) concluded, somewhat perempto-
rily and provocatively: “All the same, by
questioning the assumptions underlying the
hypothesis and looking in some detail at
historical case studies, it is possible to show
that easy generalizations about the positive
role of cities in technological progress are
historically false.” Mokyr also stated that “a
more careful examination of the evidence
reveals that notwithstanding a priori argu-
ments, urbanization has been neither neces-
sary nor a sufficient condition for techno-
logical change”  (p. 19). Applying the
innovative milieus approach to this question
allowed researchers to conduct empirical
studies that yielded some results.
Studies carried out within the framework
of GREMI V illustrate these different ques-
tions. The innovative milieus approach was
applied to highly varied contexts: on the one
hand, production systems within metropo-
lises (e.g., communication, fashion, and logis-
tics in Milan and fashion and finance in
Paris) that are typical of advanced tertiary
sectors and, on the other hand, regional
production systems that are divided among
urban and nonurban spaces within a region
(e.g., logistics in Verona, tourism in Evora,
and machine tools in Jura). It made it
possible to distinguish among the differen-
tiated trajectories that link the economic
innovation processes, the modalities of
competition/cooperation and of governance,
and, finally, spatial organization. Naturally,
these results are not exhaustive within the
urban problematic: the city, the milieu,
and innovation are relatively autonomous
units and are articulated with each other only
at certain times and under certain condi-
tions. They nevertheless make it possible
to shed light on some aspects of the city that
are linked to economic production.
Cultural and Natural Resources: How
Do “Objects” Connect to Production
Systems?
There are plenty of natural or cultural
“objects” in the environment, including
natural heritage, knowledge, and works of
art. It does not mean that these “objects”
constitute resources. Only their integration
into a production system make them produc-
tive. Therefore, the question is this: how
does the identification and mobilization of
an object take place, and how do players
connect these objects to—eventually new—
markets? At certain periods, one can assist
in relinking objects bequeathed by history,
more or less disconnected from economic
activity, to new production systems. For
example, the decline of mountain agricul-
ture has left behind it landscapes and a
heritage of culture and of buildings that in
some regions have been rehabilitated and
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revalorized for tourist uses. Such conver-
sions, however, cannot be taken for granted.
The capacity of local milieus to make use
of the elements of their environment that
were handed down by their history is often
fraught with obstacles.
Thus, the way in which the production
system deals with these resources influences
“objects” and the endowment of the envi-
ronment. Do we assist in their erosion or
depletion or in the renewable growth of
resources? Cultural heritage, for instance,
whether material or nonmaterial, is partic-
ularly sensitive to the types of social
processes that are applied to them.
Furthermore, the incorporation of
“cultural” or “natural” objects in monetary
circuits and the selling to customers of goods
and services that have cultural content affect
the global functioning of a local community.
The ideal type of milieu made it possible
to explore, in a systematic way, the various
case studies (Camagni, Maillat, and
Matteaccioli 2004). Let us take the example
of a former asphalt mine that was converted
into a tourism complex. The “object”—
initially the ore and, in the end, the galleries,
machinery, and cultural heritage—and the
“production system”—initially a mining
company with an international market and,
in the end, the local tourism operators and
cultural associations—interacted through
time and space. These interactions and trans-
formations shaped the resource and could
be “read” in the case study through the ideal
type of milieu. The latter appeared at certain
periods, coupling abandoned galleries with
potential tourism services and mobilizing
regional expertise in the design of exhibi-
tions (see Kebir 2004 for details). An inter-
esting empirical result is that innovative
milieus seem particularly effective in
relinking abandoned “objects” at the local
scale to new economic circuits.
Conclusions
The idea that regional milieus exist that
favor or block innovation was developed and
conceptualized by Aydalot in the mid-1980s.
Today, the innovative milieus approach is a
systematic tool for analyzing and compre-
hending the dynamics of spatial economics.
To what extent does it remain up to date
from the research point of view? We can
identify two axes.
First, the approach, as it is formulated
today, can be applied to various fields. The
GREMI V survey (Crevoisier and Camagni
2000) attempted to build an understanding
of the links between the urban context and
urban dynamics, on the one hand, and the
evolution of production systems (economic
innovation), on the other hand.
The second direction taken by research,
as yet barely sketched out, consists of recon-
sidering the concepts and theories of
economic science from the territorial point
of view. As I discussed earlier, the territo-
rial approach to economics is based on the
idea that the simplest notion cannot be
conceived independently of its spatial and
temporal contexts. In this sense, the innov-
ative milieus approach made it possible to
construct a more in-depth understanding of
innovations that are based on territories.
Nevertheless, there are numerous notions
or economic concepts that should be recon-
sidered in this way; savings and invest-
ment, competition, cooperation, capital/labor
substitution, the company, income, and
resources are all notions that should be
systematically defined in their spatiotem-
poral form, not in an abstract manner. In
fact, the problem for economic science today
is not to construct more theories—since
there are already numerous and contradic-
tory theories—or to identify the single
correct theory. The difficulty is more one of
identifying and understanding the economic
mechanisms that operate in a concrete
context because the spatial and temporal
contexts give these mechanisms highly
diverse forms. The difficulty of providing a
scientific explanation of economic dynamics
thus appears to arise not from the fact that
the “right” theories have been identified but,
rather, from the fact that insufficient work
has been done on the relation between the
fundamental mechanisms of the economy
and their insertion in time and space.
More precisely, the territory is both the
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imprint and the matrix of competition, of
cooperation, and of combinations of capital
and labor by technology. Economic changes
and those of the territorial and temporal
framework are mutually explanatory. For
example, to my knowledge, the underlying
spatialities of Keynes’s theory (1936) or of
neoclassical approaches have never been
clarified. We can, however, adopt the
hypothesis that these are only specific
cases of more general economic mechanisms
inserted in spatial and temporal contexts that
give them their specific form. National terri-
tories, with their own economic circuits and
a relatively short temporal horizon, would
thus shape Keynes’s theory; a scattered space
with instantaneous adjustments determines
the mechanisms that are considered in the
neoclassical approach.
Within the directions taken by GREMI,
the notions of comparative advantage
(Camagni 2002), the external value of money
(Corpataux, Crevoisier, and Thierstein 2001;
Crevoisier, Corpataux, and Thierstein 2001),
and resources (Camagni, Maillat, and
Matteaccioli 2004) have already been raised.
These notions constitute the breaking of new
ground in research. The innovative milieus
approach, despite its limitations regarding
its goals and results, is today perhaps the
most rounded approach.
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